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BIOGRAPHY OF GENERAL RICHARD BUTLER. 

BY SIMON G?ATZ. 

(Centennial Collection.) 

Richard Butler, one of the most distinguished officers of 

the Pennsylvania line during the War for Independence, was 

the eldest child of Thomas and Eliner Butler, and was born 

on the 1st of July, 1743, in the Parish of St. Bridget's, Dub 

lin, Ireland. 

Shortly after the birth of Richard his father emigrated to 

America, and, in the year 1748, settled in Lancaster, Penn 

sylvania, whence he removed to Mount Pleasant, in Cumber 

land County, where he engaged in farming. In these places 
the early life ot Richard was passed. 

About the year 1770, Richard and his brother William 

(who, subsequently, attained the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel 

Commandant of one of the Pennsylvania Regiments) settled 

at Pittsburgh (then a small village) and entered into partner 

ship as Indian traders. 

During the troubles which, in the years 1774 and 1775, 

grew out of the dispute between Pennsylvania and Virginia, 
concerning the western boundary of the former province, 

Richard Butler warmly espoused the cause of Pennsylvania, 
and took an active part in raising a company of one hundred 

men. to sustain the authority of Pennsylvania, and to resist 
that of Dr. John Conolly, whom Lord Dunmore, the Governor 
of Virginia, had appointed commandant of Fort Pitt. 

At the outbreak of the Revolution, he entered the service 
of the Colonies, as one of the Agents of the Commissioners 
for the Middle Department of Indians?a position which he 
was peculiarly fitted to fill, by reason of the knowledge and 

experience which he had acquired as a trader with the Indian 
Nations embraced in this department. 

In this capacity he served, with great energy and activity, 



8 Biography of Gen. Richard Butler. 

for more than a year. The services which he thus rendered 
seem to have been highly appreciated by the Continental 

Congress; for, May 16, 1776, that body adopted the fol 

lowing resolution: "Whereas Captain Richard Butler, by 

accepting the office of Agent in the Middle Department of 

Indians, has lost the opportunity of being appointed a Cap 
tain in the Continental service ; Resolved, That Congress will, 
as soon as possible, compensate for that disappointment to 

him, by some promotion in their service/' 

The promised promotion came quickly. On July 20,1776, 
upon the recommendation of the Convention of Pennsylvania, 
he was elected, by Congress, Major of the battalion ordered 
to be raised for the defence of the western frontiers. His 

active service, as an officer, commenced at this time, and 

lasted until the close of the war. 

By resolution of Congress, passed November 12,1777, for 

settling the relative rank of the officers of the Pennsylvania 
line, it was ordered that Richard Butler's commission, as a 

Lieutenant-Colonel, should bear date September 28, 1776 ; 
and on the 7th of June, 1777, he was commissioned as Colo 

nel of the Fifth Pennsylvania Regiment. 
In the year 1777, when Colonel (afterwards General) Daniel 

Morgan's famous Rifle Corps was organized, Butler was se 

lected as its Lieutenant-Colonel. With this corps he partici 

pated in several sharp actions in New Jersey, and in the 

battles of Bemis's Heights and Stillwater. At Stillwater 
he had the honor of leading the corps of riflemen against the 

right wing of the British Army. After the surrender of 

Burgoyne, at which he was present, he was ordered to New 

Jersey, with a separate command of riflemen. Soon after he 
was transferred to the command of the Ninth Pennsylvania 

Regiment. At the storming of Stony Point he commanded 

the left column of the American Army. He was with his 

regiment at the time of the revolt (so called) of the Pennsyl 
vania line; and, being greatly respected and beloved by the 

troops, was enabled to render valuable assistance to General 

Wayne in quelling the revolt and in allaying the well 

grounded feeling of discontent which had occasioned it. 
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Garden, in his "Anecdotes of the American Revolution," 

speaks of Butler in the following terms: "He was, from the 

commencement to the end of his military career, considered 

as an officer of superior talent. Much of the celebrity of 

Morgan's Rifle Regiment (declared by Gen. Burgoyne to be 

the finest marksmen in the world) was derived from his skill 

in training, and example in leading them to victory." 
Under the terms of the Resolution of Congress, passed 

September 30,1783, providing 
" that the Secretary at War 

issue to all officers in the army, under the rank of Major 

General, who hold the same rank now that they held in the 

year 1777, a brevet commission one grade higher than their 

present rank," Col. Butler became entitled to the commis 

sion of Brigadier-General by brevet ; and it can scarcely be 

doubted that such a commission was issued to him. 

After the close of the war, Congress elected him one of the 

Commissioners to negotiate treaties with the Six Nations and 

other Indian tribes. Having discharged this duty he was 

chosen Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Northern 

District. 

In the year 1788 he was elected, by the Supreme Executive 

Council of Pennsylvania, Lieutenant of the County of Alle 

gheny?an office which he held until his appointment as one 

of the Justices of the Court of Common Pleas for the same 

county. 
In 1790 he was chosen State Senator for the district com 

posed of the counties of Westmoreland and Allegheny. 
In 1791, he was made second in command, with the rank 

of Major-General, of the army organized by Gen. St. Clair 

for an expedition against the western Indians; and com 

manded the right wing of the American Army in the disas 

trous battle fought on November 4,1791. "It was on this 

occasion," says Garden, in his Revolutionary Anecdotes, 
"that the intrepid Butler closed his military career in 

death?his coolness preserved, and courage remaining un 

shaken, till the last moment of existence. While enabled to 

keep the field, his exertions were truly heroic. He repeatedly 
led his men to the charge, and with slaughter drove the 
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enemy before him ; but, being at length compelled to retire 

to his tent, from the number and severity of his wounds, he 

was receiving surgical aid, when a ferocious warrior, rushing 
into his presence, gave him a mortal blow with his toma 

hawk. But even then the gallant soldier died not unre 

venged. He had anticipated this catastrophe; and, discharg 

ing a pistol which he held in his hand, lodged its contents 

in the breast of his enemy, who, uttering a hideous yell, fell 

by his side and expired." 
Several years after this disastrous battle, Cornplanter, the 

noted Indian chief, returned to Gen. Butler's widow the 

medal of the Society of Cincinnati, which was on his person 
at the time he was killed ; and assured her that her husband 

had not been scalped, nor his body mutilated. 

It is most probable that the battle-field on which the 

General fell became the last resting place of his remains. If 

iiis grave is elsewhere, its location is unknown. 
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